ABSTRACT This paper surveys the problems of identity in a number of Shakespeare's plays, such as The Taming of the Shrew, The Comedy of Errors, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, The Merchant of Venice, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, and Othello. In these plays as in many others, Shakespeare explores the complexity of identity, not only through the use of disguise, as in the major comedies, but also through the problems of self-knowledge. The latter issue is prominent and explicit in King Lear when, for example, Lear asks "Who is it that can tell me who I am?" The opening words of Hamlet, "Who's there?" introduce the problem from the outset, and much of the play is given over to characters trying to discover who the others in the play really are. Is the Ghost an honest ghost, or "a goblin damned?" Is Hamlet really mad or just putting on an "antic disposition" as he struggles to discover his proper course of action as his father's avenger? Is Kate really a shrew, or just made to act like one by her family and others?
persona Katherina has been schooled in, not least by her father, who wants nothing better than to get her off his hands so that Bianca can also get married.
Although at first Katherina stoutly refuses to marry Petruchio and vigorously repels his overtures, when it comes down to it, she is dressed and ready for the wedding. And when Petruchio fails to appear on time, she is genuinely distressed. Later, when he takes her to his home, she finally becomes aware of what her husband is up to and understands what her proper role is. She obeys his every command, even kissing him in the public thoroughfare, and at the closing banquet lectures the other brides on why and how wives should behave. No one should miss the point that Shakespeare makes about Katherina's true identity.
Shakespeare makes his female characters assume male attire to pursue their worthy aims. Of course, everyone recognizes that boys played women's roles, and it was partly for this reason, perhaps, that Shakespeare resorted to disguising his heroines. But does not this resort also suggest that Shakespeare responded to what he recognized as feminine wit and cleverness? In As You Like It Rosalind, banished by Duke Frederick, heads to the Forest of Arden dressed as a man. She jokes with Celia about her disguise, as women will, but her disguise turns out to be much handier to her than she supposed when she encounters Orlando in the forest. In her own person could she have tutored him so well in what it means to fall in love and get married? Could Portia in The Merchant of Venice be nearly so successful in helping Antonio had she not assumed the disguise as Dr. Balthazar? False identity, then, has its positive advantages in some circumstances, though not all.
These positive advantages, if not always immediately apparent, are shown in Twelfth Night. Shipwrecked on the shores of Illyria -wherever that happens to beViola learns of Olivia and Orsino from the captain who helped to save her. She decides to seek service with the Countess, but hearing that that is not possible, she determines instead to assume a disguise and serve the duke. Why? She says that her disguise "haply shall become / The form of my intent" (1.2.55). What "intent" is that? Does she from the outset set her cap for the duke? All she says is:
I can sing And speak to him in many sorts of music That will allow me very worth his service. What else may hap, to time I will commit....
(1.2.57-60)
And so she assumes the name of Cesario, a eunuch, and within three days wins the favor of Orsino, as Valentine says (1.4.1-4). Of course, Viola quickly falls in love with her master, but ironically he uses her as a go-between to press his suit to Olivia. Shakespeare compounds the irony when Olivia falls madly in love with Viola as Cesario. Viola is astonished when she realizes this and comments wittily on her predicament when Malvolio brings her the ring Olivia sends: The revelations of true identity do not invariably end well in this play, as we see from what happens to Malvolio. Tricked into believing that his fondest wishes have been realized, the puritanical steward woos Olivia in a scene whose farce and pathetic aspects are not entirely absent. The Countess understandably thinks Malvolio is a victim of "midsummer madness" (3.4.56) and orders her people to look after him with "a special care" (60-2). They do, but probably not in the way Olivia expects, even though putting a person mad or possessed into a dark chamber was not unusual treatment in Elizabethan times. Malvolio, of course, is not really mad, but seriously put upon by Maria, Sir Toby, and the others. His treatment in the dark room under Feste masquerading as the curate Sir Topas is both hilarious and cruel. Hence, when he is finally released and the trick that set him off is disclosed, it is no wonder that he does not join in the joke and cries, "I'll be revenged on the whole pack of you" (5.1.378). As Olivia says, "He hath been most notoriously abus'd" (379).
Prince Hal in Henry IV, Part 1, seems to enjoy his reputation as the scapegrace Prince of Wales, and in his important soliloquy in act 1, scene 2, he tells the audience why he is consorting with Falstaff and his cronies:
I know you all, and for a while uphold The unyok'd humor of your idleness. Yet herein will I imitate the sun, Who doth permit the base contagious clouds To smother up his beauty from the world, That when he please again to be himself, Being wanted, he may be more wondr'ed at By breaking through the foul and ugly mists Of vapors that did seem to strangle him. If all the year were playing holidays, To sport would be as tedious as to work; But when they seldom come, they wish'd for come, And nothing pleaseth but rare accidents. So when this loose behavior I throw off And pay the debt I never promiséd, By how much better than my word I am, By so much shall I falsify men's hopes, And like a bright metal on a sullen ground, My reformation, glitt'ring o'er my fault, Shall show more goodly and attract more eyes Than that which hath no foil to set it off. I'll so offend, to make offense a skill, Redeeming time when men think least I will. (1.2.195-217) Some commentators have a problem with this speech, as it reveals Prince Hal as a manipulative, not to say conniving, individual, using friends in a most unbecoming fashion. They see him as the true scion of King Henry who, by his early return from exile, won the crown partly by deceiving others into believing that he was only coming to claim his heritage as Duke of Lancaster, not to deprive King Richard II of his throne. As events in the Battle of Shrewsbury show (act 5, scene 3), Henry is not above using other deceptions, as when he has a number of his knights dressed in his "coats." These pseudo-kings befuddle the Scot Douglas, who thinks he has won the battle by killing Sir Walter Blunt so attired (5. 3.16-25) . Be that as it may, the true characters of both Henry and Hal reveal themselves eventually, their deceptions having done what they were intended to do.
Identity in Romeo and Juliet becomes problematical in another way, especially when Romeo overhears Juliet's soliloquy:
Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy father and refuse thy name; Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, And I'll no longer be a Capulet.
(2.2. Juliet is intelligent enough to recognize the difference between nominal and actual identity, as she says: "'Tis but thy name that is my enemy;/ Thou art thyself, though not a Montague." (38-9). Romeo is who and what he is, regardless of his family identity conveyed by his surname. Nevertheless, this is a difficult issue for Romeo to deal with; he is not nearly as smart as Juliet. "Call me but love," he responds, "and I'll be new baptiz'd, / Henceforth I never will be Romeo" (50-1). His name is hateful to himself, he says, because it is an enemy to her. But Juliet is much more concerned at this moment with Romeo's safety, barely hidden as he is beneath her balcony. She is far more pragmatic than her romantic suitor, who utters hyperboles and metaphors while she tries to figure out how he got where he is and what might happen to him if he is discovered. And then she cuts to the chase: "Dost thou love me?" (90). Convinced of his seriousness, after some further love talk between them, she puts it to him: As Stephen Booth and others have shown, the challenge is reversed: it is Francisco, the guard on duty who is about to be relieved, who should challenge Barnardo (Booth: 1969) . But this is just preliminary to the more important problem of identity that occupies the first half of the play: the nature of the Ghost. What kind of ghost is it that has stalked the ramparts of Elsinore Castle two nights running? Or is it merely a fantasy, as Horatio thinks (1.1.23)? Horatio's skepticism is quickly countered by the Ghost's appearance. But why the Ghost has appeared he fails to discover, since the Ghost refuses to reply to his questions. It is left for Hamlet, whom Horatio and Marcellus inform, to try to uncover the answers. Hamlet is only partly successful. The Ghost appears before him in such "questionable shape" (1.4.43) that he cannot at first determine whether it is "a spirit of health, or a goblin damn'd" (1.4.40). After hearing the Ghost's story, Hamlet's initial belief is that "It is an honest ghost," as he tells Horatio (1.5.138), but for the next two months the Ghost's ambiguity and his charge to revenge puzzle Hamlet. Meanwhile, Hamlet assumes an "antic disposition" (1.5.172) to disguise his sanity and win time to sort things out. Only after he stages "The Murder of Gonzago" does he feel he has enough evidence to confirm the Ghost's account of his father's murder. But almost simultaneously he kills the wrong man in a rash, impulsive effort to take revenge.
The entire second act, in fact, is fraught with disguise and false identities. Claudius summons Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet's schoolmates at Wittenburg, to try to pluck the heart out of the mystery of his strange behavior. Hamlet, however, swiftly uncovers the reason for their sudden appearance in Elsinore and warns them that he is "but mad north-north-west" (2.2.378). Ophelia, too, has been brought into her father's and Claudius's intrigue and made to act as a decoy in the Nunnery Scene to help prove Polonius's theory regarding Hamlet's assumed madness. Again, Hamlet penetrates this intrigue and, because he feels betrayed by her, treats his quondam sweetheart as a whore. Earlier, as she tells her father at the beginning of act 2, he had appeared in Ophelia's closet as a distracted lover, an act that provides Polonius with his theory of Hamlet's love sickness.
The central issue in the play, however, apart from all these ancillary questions of identity, concerns Hamlet's role, or his identity, as an avenger. Literary tradition, and indeed the source of the Hamlet myth in Saxo Grammaticus, held that, in the absence of justice meted out to the murderer, it became incumbent upon a father's son to exact revenge. The lex talionis had to be brought to bear: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a murder for a murder. But unlike his precursors, Hamlet does not "sweep" to his revenge (cp. 1.5.26). His hesitation to act against Claudius -his long delay-has been explained by many as the result of a number of causes including, most famously (or notoriously) the debilitating effects of an oedipal complex.
These various theories purporting to explain Hamlet's delay overlook what seems to me of the utmost importance: that Shakespeare did not conceive of his Hamlet 3 as a typical avenger, clearly not in the mode of Hieronimo in Kyd's Spanish Tragedy or Hoffman or Antonio in other earlier Elizabethan revenge tragedies. Hence, Shakespeare was careful to frame the Ghost's charge thus:
Let not the royal bed of Denmark be A couch for luxury and damnéd incest. But howsomever thou pursues this act, Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven. . . .
(1.5.82-6)
The third line in this passage is key: the Ghost leaves it up to Hamlet to figure out the way to exact revenge. But what kind of revenge? Though twice before he has called for revenge, nowhere does the Ghost actually say "Kill Claudius!" He seems primarily interested in stopping the moral pollution of an incestuous union between his brother and his wife. And he commands Hamlet to do this without becoming morally tainted himself, and without proceeding through Gertrude. Of course, killing Claudius would be the way most of Shakespeare's audience would expect Hamlet to take revenge. And at a crucial moment Hamlet almost does just that. In act 3, scene 3, finding Claudius alone, he draws his sword to dispatch the king, who is on his knees in an attitude of prayer. But unwilling to kill his uncle while in a state of grace, this diabolically motivated Hamlet sheathes his sword, hoping to kill him later when he is "about some act / That has no relish of salvation in't" (3.3.91-2) . In so doing, Hamlet nearly damns himself and proceeds immediately in the next scene to kill Polonius. From that point, having violated one of the Ghost's negative injunctions -"Taint not thy mind"-Hamlet begins to shrive his mother, urging her to repent, and thereby violating the Ghost's second negative injunction.
The Ghost's final appearance doubtless prevents Hamlet from attacking Gertrude with more than words and signals the beginning of the Prince's character transformation. Calmer now, he soon recognizes his fault in killing Polonius:
For this same lord, I do repent; but heaven hath pleas'd it so To punish me with this, and this with me, That I must be their scourge and minister. (3.4.172-5) "Scourge and minister"? Surely the two roles are antipathetical, one to the other, as Shakespeare must have realized when he came to write King Lear. In that play, as Virgil Whitaker long ago noted, he divided the roles between Goneril, Regan, and Edmund -the scourges-and Cordelia and Edgar -the ministers (Whitaker: 1965) . Trying to be both scourge and minister is perhaps Hamlet's main difficulty. Though in his last soliloquy he berates himself -"How all occasions do inform against me, / And spur my dull revenge"-and ends with "O from this time forth, / My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth" (4.4.32-2, 65-6) , when he returns from his aborted trip to England he has no plan for taking action against Claudius. On the contrary, he seems resigned to let providence direct his course. And it does. 4 In his next tragedy Shakespeare again focuses on the issue of identity, though without all the complications that Hamlet provides. For starters, Othello enjoys the reputation of being the best soldier in Venice, the general assigned to lead the battle against the Turks, who threaten to invade without, and these involve the identity of Iago. Enjoying the reputation of "Honest Iago," the villain is not by any means Cyprus. Reputation is an idle and most false imposition; oft got without merit, and lost without deserving. You have lost no reputation at all, unless you repute yourself the loser. Reputation, as Cassio conceives of it, is directly related to one's identity, to how others see us and recognize us for who and what we are. But Iago dismisses this idea, claiming that one's own sense of self is what is important. He takes the opposite view when speaking with Othello early in the seduction scene:
Good name in man and woman, dear my lord, Is the immediate jewel of their souls. Who steals my purse steals trash; 'tis something, nothing; 'Twas mine, 'tis his, and has been slave to thousands; But he that filches from me my good name Robs me of that which not enriches him, And makes me poor indeed. (3.3.155-61) Before their dialogue is concluded, not only has Desdemona's reputation, or identity, been ruined in Othello's eyes, but his own as well: Othello's mistake has been in too closely identifying himself with his love for Desdemona which, when that is gone, so is his former identity as the great general that he once was. Or, to put it another way: by placing Desdemona on so high a pedestal as he does -that the merest shadow of a doubt about her true identity may bring her down-he brings himself down with her. Reputation, or rather one's conception of oneself, one's self-identity, as Iago counsels Cassio, should be made of sterner stuff than that and not tied to another's.
In Macbeth Duncan mourns the thane of Cawdor's treason, summarily sentences him to death, and bestows his title on Macbeth (1.2.63-6). When Malcolm tells him how Cawdor died, Duncan replies:
There's no art To find the mind's construction in the face. He was a gentleman on whom I built An absolute trust.
(1. 4. 11-14) Duncan here articulates a significant truth that Shakespeare had touched on earlier in The Merchant of Venice. When Bassanio approaches the three caskets, he rejects the gold and silver ones, saying, "So may the outward shows be least themselves./ The world is still deceiv'd by fair ornament." Duncan, deceived as he was by Cawdor, builds a similar trust on Macbeth, only to be deceived much worse by him. Macbeth's betrayal succeeds, as Cawdor's did not, though only briefly. After murdering his king, kinsman, and guest, Macbeth undergoes a transformation of character quite unlike Hamlet's or Othello's. From "Bellona's bridegroom" (1.2.54) his identity changes; he becomes a murderous, tyrannical usurper, fooled by the witches' equivocating words, his wife's boundless ambition, and his futile quest for ironclad security.
Lady Macbeth also changes. Once a self-assured, resourceful woman, her invocation to the spirits of evil to "unsex" her, to thicken her blood and "Stop up th' access to remorse" in herself (1.5.40-44) succeeds only too well, at least at first. She manipulates
